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1803 which created the Bank laid down: 'The two hundred
shareholders who form the General Council shall be those
whom the register shows to have been the largest holders of the
Bank's shares at a date six months preceding the meeting/
These are the famous '200 Families3—the core of the industrial-
financial oligarchy of the Third Republic. The Act of 1803 even
stipulated that five of the fifteen Regents should be connected
with commerce or industry. The position was changed only in
1936, when both the General Council and the Governor were
brought under the effective control of the State, and banking
was finally nationalized in IQ45.1
Finally, as the culmination of this pyramid of power, all
these big business organizations—trusts, employers' associa-
tions and financial oligarchy—devised various ways of directly
influencing public opinion and controlling Government policy.
As one member of the Confederation Generate de la Production
Frangaise put it in the nineteen-thirties, the Confederation 'is
able to intervene, as often as may be required, by approaching
individual Members of Parliament or Commissions of the
Chamber of Deputies or of the Senate, in order to secure the
introduction of amendments in the interests of general prosper-
ity, to Bills or schemes which fail to take economic realities into
account'. The attitude of the oligarchy to the Government was
frankly expressed in a semi-official communique issued by the
Bank of France in 1935:
M. Flandin's Government has some praiseworthy actions to its
credit. The Budget was voted in good time. By opposing the abolition
of the economy decrees, it has shown a sound instinct. Its economic
measures—though a little less certain—still deserve a good mark, in
view of the difficulties of the situation. This good mark has been given
to M. Flandin in the form of credit facilities. These credit facilities
1 Cf. Alexander Werth: The Destiny of France (i937)3 for a good
journalistic account of the campaign against the '200 Families' and
of the 'nationalization* of the Bank of France by the Blum Govern-
ment: especially Chapter XX. The 'Big Four' were the Credit In-
dustriel et Commercial (1859), Soci6te Genfrale (1864), Credit
Lyonnais (1865), and Comptoir d'Escompte (1889). All had many
branches in Paris and the provinces.

